ON THE ROAD

We climbed steadily up towards the centre of the
Presently we joined the east-west main road, linking
with Changsha, and here we began to see more traffic and to
remember the war. Kweiyang was a surprisingly big city,
after the unpromising terrain we had covered. Many vehicles
rumbled through its wide cobbled thoroughfare, and new banks
and hotels added a garish distinction to its general air of ancient,
squalid repose. The streets were grossly crowded, but not with
citizens of Kweichow. The great illusion had laid its baneful
blessing on Kweiyang. Refugees were arriving every day by
the thousand, and it was a sad thing to see the hotels, already
full to bursting, besieged by scores of wretched travellers, men,
women and children, sitting on their paltry baggage in the
freezing rain, asking, pleading, in return for all the money they
could scrape together, not for a corner in a room but just a bit
of roof to sleep under during the merciless rigours of the winter
night. I am afraid I am enough of a snob to be more affected
by seeing well-dressed people reduced to destitution than by
contemplating the daily afflictions of the chronically poor.
Kweiyang, besides being the unkind asylum of countless war
refugees, harboured an overflow of Government Departments
from Chungking, and also, surprisingly when one considered that
the nearest battle-front was several hundred miles away, a great
number of prosperous-looking foreigners and Chinese who were
paid by Chinese and International Red Cross Associations.
These people seemed to put in a lot of hard work attending
conferences and luncheons, and I had in Kweiyang the
privilege of seeing something I had waited for far years. Two
foreigners, rising to bid one another farewell after one of these
luncheons, instead of shaking hands decided to be all Chinese
and bow. They misjudged their distance and bowed low and
simultaneously, and the impact of their imposing crania rang
through the restaurant like a gong. I may have got a gravely
wrong impression of the Red Cross workers, of whom some,
perhaps many, conducted themselves with great courage and
devotion. I simply put it on record that I did not happen to
meet them, with one honourable exception, near the front lines ;
and I felt a strong sympathy for a kindly Mission doctor at
Arishun, west of Kweiyang, who said he could endure paying
five times the proper price for drugs, but rather disliked, on
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